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The Honorable Bill White
Mayor
The City of Houston
City Hall, 901 Bagby Street
Houston, TX 77002

RE: Mayor’s Building Permit Task Force

Dear Mayor White,

Your 10 member Building Permit Task Force wishes to express its gratitude for the
honor of serving you and the citizens of Houston in recommending reforms to the
City’s building permit process. The Task Force, composed equally of the City’s
permit “Service Providers” and the industry’s service “User Customers” has
developed its recommended reforms in accordance with your Charge:

CRITERIA FOR REFORM

• Assurance of quality real estate development, neighborhood protection and
building construction.

• Quality of customer service in time and convenience.

CONCLUSIONS

Through a process of extensive engagement of stakeholders and benchmarking
against other cities, the Task Force reached several important conclusions

• Overall, Houston’s real estate development and construction is high quality
and the City’s regulation is effective

• The City’s regulatory process compares favorably with that of other cities’ in
time and convenience.

REFORM OPPORTUNITIES

However, there is a strong desire on the part of both “Providers” and “Users” to
improve the process and both are prepared to make the necessary investments
and commitments to effect reform. Analysis concluded several opportunities for
reform:

• Customer’s Lack of Knowledge
Customer’s lack of knowledge of the City’s processes and requirements,
is the largest single obstacle to successful permitting.
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• Process Inefficiencies
The City’s processes for regulating development and construction is
necessarily complex and process engineering could significantly
improve performance.

• City’s Complex “Bureaucracy”
The City’s complexity in coordination of regulatory departments is the
second major obstacle to successful permitting. There are a large number
of units involved in the process and communications channels are not
well developed. Also, the City’s regulatory process does not synchronize
well with the Customer’s processes for development and construction

REFORM GOALS

The Task Force recommends a set of goals coupled with a set of action steps.

1. Increase Speed
• Reduce the average duration of securing Site Development Approvals by

30%, from 12 to 8 months for a typical commercial project.
• Reduce average Plan Review submission/rejection re-cycles from 3.5 to 2.

2. Improve Efficiency
• Eliminate work and burdens on both Users and Providers, not simply

add staff.
3. Improve Convenience

• Maintain a customer satisfaction level average of 4+ on scale of 1 – 5.

ACTION STEPS

1. Comprehensive Governance: Permitting Steering Committee
• Establish a small Steering Committee with key leadership from

Customer-Users, City-Providers and chaired by the Mayor’s Deputy
Chief of Staff. The Steering Committee would have responsibility for
coordination and performance oversight across the full scope of the
City’s regulatory approval process.

2. Comprehensive Process Management
• Establish a process performance management system with

comprehensive scope across all relevant operational units and the full
scope of regulatory approvals.

• Establish centralized, cross-departmental, high quality Customer Service
Center with full scope across the entire site development approval
process.
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3. Additional action steps would be developed under the umbrella of the
Permitting Steering Committee and Process Management system:
• Customer Service Program
• Customer Education Program
• Expedited Site Development Approval Process
• Expedited Plan Review Process
• Certification of Code Compliance by Licensed Professionals
• Super Express Plan Review

OBSTACLES AND APPROACHES

There are two major obstacles that must be overcome for effective reform, the
City’s severe shortage of personnel and funding limitations.

Human Resources

In human resources, there is a chronic and systemic shortage of fully trained
staff in essentially all units involved in regulation of development. Additionally,
performance management is limited by the City’s civil service policies and
regulations. Several approaches are recommended:

• Efficiencies
Reduce work levels through process improvement efficiencies noted above

in “Goals and Actions.”

• Contract Services
Explore contract services for support functions such as training and process
improvement programs, as well as line staff positions.

• Shift Operations to Users
Explore opportunities to place more responsibility on Users for appropriate
functions of Site Development Approvals, Plan Review and Inspection.

• Self-Certification
Conformance with code certification by licensed design professionals that

construction plans are complete and meet all city code requirements.
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Funding Resources

The City’s current fiscal constraints are a serious obstacle staffing and programs
in key departments. Planning and Development’s Code Enforcement Division is
funded by permit fees, however these funds are not available to other
Departments with key operations in the development regulatory process.
Several approaches are recommended:

• Permit fee increases can fund additional staff/equipment to improve Code
Enforcement services.

• Other agency functions supporting the construction regulatory processes
with general fund revenues could be included within the “Special Revenue
Fund” through increased permit fees thereby relieving staff/budget
pressures.

• Some percentage of estimated permit fees should be collected up-front so
that applicants who never buy permits pay their fair share of service costs.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Mr. Mayor, we would like to re-iterate that overall, the City
benefits from quality construction and an effective regulatory process. However,
there is a very strong desire to improve its performance and a shared
commitment to reform the process. Should you concur with these
recommendations, we recommend that you appoint the Permit Steering
Committee and who can then proceed with a phased approach to
implementation.

It has been our honor to serve and we stand ready to assist you in achieving
reform of the City’s permitting process.

____________________________________________
On Behalf of The Mayor’s Building Permit Task Force
John E. Walsh, Jr., Chair

Enclosure:
Promoting Responsible Development within the City of Houston

Reforming The City’s Building Permit Process
May 2004
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1  Introduction

Charge from the Mayor

…The Task Force should recommend how the City can reduce significantly the time and
inconvenience of obtaining a building permit within the city limits of Houston. The City
competes with other jurisdictions for economic activity. We want to encourage
responsible building within our City without compromising neighborhood protection or
regulatory interests such as flood control. ………….

                               Mayor Bill White

Task Force

A 10-member leadership group with the Mayor’s representation and an equal mix of City
building permit officials and Houston’s design/build real estate professionals.

Task Force Goals and Objectives

Task force consensus supported report with recommendations that can realistically be
accomplished to achieve Mayor’s reform directive.
Issues to address:

• Quantitative and qualitative performance measurement of current process
• Goals for improvement,
• Major impediments to improvement and remedies
• Process improvement steps and implementation plan for change in education and

training, organization and personnel, application of technology and a culture of
customer service.

• Projected improvement results and impact on stakeholders and the overall
community.

Analysis and Conclusions

The Task Force analyzed Houston’s real estate development activity and the City’s
current process for regulating new development and construction. Performance of this
process was evaluated and assessed against that of benchmark cities with comparable
levels of construction activity.
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The Mayor’s goals are attraction of new development for the City’s economic
development coupled with assurance of quality development and protection of Houston’s
neighborhoods. Therefore, the Task Force’s primary criteria for evaluation were:

• Protection of neighborhoods and assurance of quality real estate development and
building construction, and

• Quality of customer service in time and convenience.

Based on this analysis, preliminary conclusions were developed for review by major
stakeholders in the process of real estate development and regulation. Stakeholders, both
“customer service users” and “staff service providers” were then engaged intensively in
the process to measure customer satisfaction and develop effective steps for improving
the City’s regulatory process.

• Survey of 171 respondents with experience in permitting projects in Houston for a
wide range of projects, residential, commercial, industrial and spanning all major
professions, developers, home builders, architects, engineers, permit service
consultants, etc.

• “Service Provider” Workshop, an intensive discussion with a cross section of city
officials and staff involved in development regulation.

• “Service User” Workshop, an intensive discussion with a cross section of
professionals in Houston’s real estate development community.

• “Stakeholder Forum,” a large gathering (200+) members of Houston’s design-
build community and City staff.

Several major conclusions were reached from this research:
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2  Conclusions

1. Development outside of City

• Houston is one of the nation’s most active real estate markets, averaging $8.5
billion annually, however, only 40% takes place within the City limits, or $3.5
billion. Harris County is perceived as having “much easier” plan review and
permitting process. Harris County does not have a construction code
enforcement program. Counties in Texas are not constitutionally enabled to
adopt and enforce building codes.

• Only 40% of Houston’s $8.5 billion Regional Construction Activity
occurs within the City, or $3.5 billion.

        
• Approximately half of construction is in commercial facilities and

half is residential.
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2. Three Stage Approval Process

• Houston’s permitting process involves the three basic stages of project
development.

• The overall building process for a typical medium size commercial
project takes up to 36 months to complete.

3. High Quality Construction

• Overall, land development and facility construction is high quality in Houston,
thanks to the City’s development regulation and enforcement of construction
building codes.

• Houston has no zoning, however, numerous ordinances establish
standards for land development.

• Houston’s applicable building codes are current with best practices
including the International Building Code, and International
Residential Code.

• Inspection of major projects is effectively maintaining quality
construction. Illegal, non-permitted construction does occasionally
occur, but it is infrequent and in small projects. Also, comprehensive
inspection of permitted projects for compliance with all applicable
ordinances can occasionally be limited due to manpower shortages.
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4. Houston’s Process Compares Favorably

• In general, Houston’s permit process compares favorably in code standards
and review processes with that of other major cities.

• Assuring quality real estate development and building construction,
Houston's plan review is far more extensive than many other major
municipalities and includes a complete code review. New York City,
for instance, does not have a structural review, and mechanical
documentation is glanced over, relying on site inspections to pick up
design deficiencies in documentation.

• Regarding comparisons to time and convenience in obtaining Site
Development Approval (activities such as utilities and platting which
precede construction plan review), Houston equals that of most cities.
The process involves many different governmental agencies and
multiple City departments such as Planning, Design Review Boards,
Land Use, and various Commission Reviews.

• Comparing time and convenience in Plan Review processes, again
Houston equals that of most cities.  However, cities such as Los
Angeles who have implemented programs recommended in this report
are now reporting one third less time than Houston.  It should also be
noted that Los Angeles has twice the number of employees involved in
Plan Review than Houston.



Promoting Responsible Development within the City of Houston
Reforming the City’s Building Permit Process

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

27 May 2004 6

5. Desire for improvement

• However, there are perceived problems with the process. Both “staff service
providers” and “customer users” of the City’s permitting service feel there is
significant room for improvement.

•  60% indicated it was Very Hard or Hard to secure the necessary
Site Development Approvals for platting, utilities, easements,
flood plain and related requirements.

• Half of those who took the Stakeholder Survey said the City’s
Plan Review process was Hard or Very Hard when compared to
other major cities.
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• Customer service is also perceived as a major problem by both service users
and service providers.

• About half of survey respondents indicated Houston’s service was
only “Occasionally courteous.”

6. Improvement Opportunities

• The following points indicate there are significant opportunities to improve
efficiency, reduce time and improve service quality through process
engineering, performance management, education and training.

• Customers seeking Site Development Approvals (platting, utilities,
clearing easements, flood plain, etc) must go through numerous steps
in multiple departments due to the complexity of Site Development
Regulations.

• For large commercial projects studied, 40% were not able to complete
the Plan Review process and obtain a building permit within aa year.

• Of those projects that did receive a permit, more than half required
three or more submission/rejection/re-submission cycles before a
permit was issued. The combined total of City and applicant
processing time ranged from 45-126 days, and represents a major
opportunity for efficiency improvement.
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7. Customer’s Lack of Knowledge

• Major gaps in customer knowledge and misunderstanding of the City’s
processes and requirements is the largest single obstacle to successful
permitting. Gaps in customer knowledge include:

• The Site Development Approval stage can take up to a year and the
process by which the customer arranges for subdivision platting, clears
easements, arranges for utilities and related matters is very complex.

• The majority of first time applicants and those who are doing small
projects are not familiar with the process and feel they have no
effective means of learning the requirements.

• The second stage of the process, Plan Review, typically averages only
45 to 90 days for even complex projects. However, weaknesses in
communication between customers and plan reviewers relating to
rejections are a common problem and contribute to inefficiencies.

• The third stage involves Construction-Inspection through the issuance
of the Certificate of Occupancy, tracks project construction, requires
numerous site inspections and can take 2-12 months or more
depending on project complexity.

8. City’s Complex “Bureaucracy”

• The City’s complexity in coordination of regulatory departments is the second
major obstacle to successful permitting. There are a large number of units
involved in the process and communications channels are not well developed.

• Six Departments and numerous Departmental units have a role in the
process.
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9. Uncoordinated Site Development Approvals

• Site Development Approvals (platting, utilities, joint referral, floodplain, etc.)
typically take about one year to process through the various agencies,
whereas, the Developer/Customer typically requires only about 6 months for a
medium size commercial project; hence delays and extra costs. Also,
Developers typically defer land purchase closings and other major
investments until late in the process, however, the City’s required approvals
typically necessitate site control ownership.

• The result is added costs, risks and delays to the Developer/Customer.

• The Site Development Approval process imposes added costs and
delays on the Developer/Customer.
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10. User-Provider Joint Cooperation

• Both Users and Providers would like to improve service, which is fortunate
because this will require the two groups to work together cooperatively to
bring about change.

• Service users pay fees and properly expect service to be delivered in a
courteous and efficient manner. They are willing to support higher fees
if that is necessary to obtain improvements and the will take
responsibility for steps they can take to improve the process.
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3  Goals and Action Steps

GOALS:

1. Increase Speed

• Reduce the average duration of securing Site Development Approvals by 30%,
from 12 to 8 months for a typical commercial project.

• Reduce average Plan Review submission/rejection re-cycles from 3.5 to 2.

2. Improve Efficiency

• Eliminate work and burdens on both Users and Providers, not simply add
staff.

3. Improve Convenience

• Maintain a customer satisfaction level average of 4+ on scale of 1 – 5.

ACTIONS:

1. Comprehensive Governance

• Permitting Steering Committee
Establish a small Steering Committee with key leadership from Customer-
Users, City-Providers and chaired by the Mayor’s Deputy Chief of Staff.
The Steering Committee would have responsibility for coordination and
performance oversight across the full scope of the City’s regulatory
approval process, including Site Development Approvals, Code
Enforcement Plan Review, Utility Developer Participation Agreements,
Affordable Housing Subsidies and Construction Inspection. This would
include multiple City Departments and operational units

2. Comprehensive Process Management

• Establish a process performance management system with comprehensive
scope across all relevant operational units and the full scope of regulatory
approvals. The system would include an initial process engineering
analysis and appropriate improvement steps in organization,
communications and operational coordination. The ongoing system would
then include standards for process performance, tracking system to
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monitor performance and results reporting to the Steering Committee, City
management and staff and affected external user constituencies.

3. Customer Service Program

• Establish centralized, cross-departmental, high quality Customer Service
Center with full scope across the entire site development approval, utility
developer participations, affordable housing, plan review, and
construction-inspection process. The Customer Service Center will
coordinate all City services to the customers, education, problem solving,
and linkage to internal staff to address the customer’s need.

• Provide ‘Account Manager’ centralized point of contact for customer.
• Establish customer service survey program, with standards for

performance and tracking-reporting system.
• Improve the image and customer service skills of Public Officials.
• Provide a technology and web-based focus to customer service, which

provides transparent access to the system.

4. Customer Education Program

• Develop customer friendly instruction materials and make available in
convenient mediums.

• Provide Code and Ordinance training to the designers.
• Coordinate customer education with work of customer service center

through seminars, videos, and brochures.
• Provide a technology and web-based focus to customer education.

5. Expedited Site Development Approval Process

• Explore process management opportunities to “re-engineer” the City’s

process and policies for Site Development Approvals (platting, utilities,

joint referral, etc) to correlate more effectively with the

Developer/Customer’s internal processes and business objectives. The

goal should be to assure proper regulatory safeguards coupled with more

rapid approvals and deferred capital investment for the Developer.
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• Joint Referral represents a good example for assessment and improvement
opportunities:

• Change the current method of appointing appraisers and set
enforceable timelines for the performance of appraisals.

• Change the method of communication with City Council Members
regarding Joint Referral matters.

• Establish a process management function which includes
clarification of the steps involved in Joint Referral, a single point of
acceptance, and a weekly submission day.

• Set performance standards and timelines for the performance of
functions within the City Departments and Divisions involved in Joint
Referral.

6. Expedited Plan Review Process

• Establish a “plan receiving function” to greet all applicants, confirm their
submission package is complete, meets basic standards and is routed to
appropriate unit for first review.

• Offer a structured system of conferences with applicants to review
required changes and discuss corrections.

• Provide a list of common rejection items that can be reviewed by the user
prior to submission.

• Investigate phasing of permits, which could allow the issuance of separate
permits for site work and underground utilities, foundations, shell
buildings, shell building and core, interior buildout.

• Develop a computer generated report that identifies plans that have been
rejected multiple times and offer assistance by meeting with the
owner/developer/applicant to help resolve whatever delay they may be
encountering.

• Explore ‘redlining’ approach to provide on the spot approvals. Under this
process, the users would be allowed to ‘redline’ or correct the plans at a
scheduled meeting with regulatory officials with signature, date, and
professional seal, without reprinting the corrected drawings.

7. Certification of Code Compliance by Licensed Professionals

• Explore and determine most appropriate approach for Houston to allow
“self certification” which has been utilized successfully in other cities for
certain types of construction. This is a process in which a design
professional (architect or engineer) is tested and certified on code
knowledge, who then takes responsibility for assurance that plans meet
Code requirements. The permit is issued and City inspectors confirm work
conforms with code, before issuance of certificate of occupancy.
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8. Super Express Plan Review

• Develop a "Super Express Plan Review" which would be a paid review of
corrections (not for first time submittals) by appointment only for
professionally designed plans only. This will allow the providers to
quickly ascertain compliance and approve the project for permit issuance.
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4  Obstacles and Approaches

Obstacle One: Human Resources

Obstacles

1. Severe staff shortage

• There is a chronic shortage of trained staff in all departments active in
regulation of development and construction. This is a function of the
City’s compensation and benefits package and exacerbated by the City’s
current budget constraints and pending changes in retirement benefits.
Additionally, recent retirement of a number of senior staff has caused a
great loss in experience and knowledge that is critical to functional
management and training of new staff. Private sector employment is
attracting City employees and hiring candidates.

• Limited Supervision
The combination of high vacancies and heavy workload has required plan
review and inspection supervisors to spend more time on direct plan
review and inspection functions and less time supervising employee
performance.

• Limited Training
• Employee training is being shortchanged in order to allocate more time for

plan examiners and inspectors to keep up with the workload.

2. Performance Management – Civil Service Limitations

• Current limitations within the Civil Service structure create difficulties for
disciplining and firing unqualified city employees, as well as rewarding
outstanding performance in city employees.
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Approaches

1. Efficiencies

• Reduce work levels through process improvement efficiencies noted
above in “Goals and Actions.”

2. Contract Services

• Explore contract services for support functions such as training and
process improvement programs. Explore contract staffing for positions in
Plan Review and Inspection as well as Site Development Approvals.
GHBA/DP&D proposal for contract inspectors is pending with City
Council.

• Provide Third-party Plan Review.

3. Shift Operations to Users

• Explore opportunities to place more responsibility on Users for
appropriate functions of Site Development Approvals, Plan Review and
Inspection.
For example:

• In Joint Referral, more reliance should be placed on the
developer/applicant to prepare certain documents.

• Provide an up-front fee for commercial plan review to reduce the
large number of plans (40% of submittals FY 2003-2004) which
never complete the process or receive a building permit.

4. Self-Certification

• Conformance with code certification by licensed design professionals that
construction plans are complete and meet all city code requirements. Only
the non-code design elements (plat, utility connections, etc.) would require
review by city staff.
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Obstacle Two: Financial Resources

Obstacles

1. General Fund Limitations

• The City’s current fiscal constraints is causing across the board expense
budget reductions and staffing shortages.

2. Enterprise Fund Limitations

• The City’s DP&D Code Enforcement Division is funded solely through
permit and inspection fees. However, other Departments involved in the
permit process such as DPW&E, City Attorney, Fire, etc., are funded by
the City’s general revenue and therefore subject to budget fluctuations.
This results in staffing instabilities and service quality.

Approaches

1. Permit fee increases can fund additional staff/equipment to improve Code
Enforcement services.

2. Other agency functions supporting the construction regulatory processes with
general fund revenues could be included within the “Special Revenue Fund”
through increased permit fees thereby relieving staff/budget pressures.

3. Some percentage of estimated permit fees should be collected up-front so that
applicants who never complete the permit process but take up staff time pay their
fair share of service costs.
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5  Implementation Plan

Goals

1. Increase Speed

• Reduce the average duration of securing Site Development Approvals by 30%,
from 12 to 8 months for a typical commercial project.

• Reduce average Plan Review submission/rejection re-cycles from 3.5 to 2.

2. Improve Efficiency

• Eliminate work and burdens on both Users and Providers, not simply add
staff.

3. Improve Convenience

• Maintain a customer satisfaction level average of 4+ on scale of 1 – 5.

Actions:

1. Comprehensive Governance
2. Comprehensive Process Management
3. Customer Service Program
4. Customer Education Program
5. Expedited Site Development Approval Process
6. Expedited Plan Review Process
7. Certification of Code Compliance by Licensed Professionals
8. Super Express Plan Review

Phasing

1. Phase One
Immediate:  30 Days, All resources and approval
immediately available

2. Phase Two
Intermediate: 6 Months, Development of programs

required, approvals and resources developed through

established procedures, available funds, etc.

3. Phase Three
 Longer Term, 12 Months +: Programs require

development and implementation over longer term

required, resources not available from established sources,

approvals not readily obtained.
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Implementation Time Frame

1. Comprehensive Governance Phase One

• Building Permit Task Force organize Steering Committee
• Mayor Appoint members from City staff and design/build

community

2. Comprehensive Process Management Phases Two and Three

• Steering Committee organize project and develop plan
• City take lead, Users support

3. Customer Service Program Phases One, Two and Three

• Steering Committee organize project
• Users take lead, City support

4. Customer Education Program Phases One, Two and Three

• Steering Committee organize project
• Users take lead, City support

5. Expedited Site Development Approval Process Phases One, Two and Three
• Steering Committee organize project
• City take lead, Users support

6. Expedited Plan Review Process Phases One, Two and Three

• Steering Committee organize project
• City take lead, Users support

7. Certification of Code Compliance by Licensed Phase Two
Professionals

• Steering Committee organize project
• City take lead, Users support

8. Super Express Plan Review Phase Two

• Steering Committee organize project
• City take lead, Users support
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6  Stewardship and Reporting

1. Building Permit Task Force

• Task Force organizes Steering Committee and transition operations to
Mayor, Administration and Steering Committee.

2. Performance Management Program

• Established with standards, tracking and reporting functions accessible to
all.

3. Management Oversight

• Mayor’s office establishes Position in Administration with span of control

across full scope of functions involved in Site Development Approvals,

Plan Reviews and Construction Inspection.
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Stakeholder Survey Summary
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This is a summary of results and conclusions that can be drawn from this Survey of Users.

RESPONDENT BACKGROUND

Q1 – Q6 -- Traditionally there are four groups that have the greatest input into the adoption of regulatory
ordinances:  The Architects, General Contractors, Home Builders and Developer.  The distribution of the
171 respondents in general reflects the relative degree of concern that each group has about the
regulatory system.

The responses were screened to exclude more than one response from the same email address AND to
exclude more than one response from a single IP address (computer/server).

SUMMARY OF RESULTS & CONCLUSIONS

Q7 – The majority of respondents make application for permits in person.  The vast majority of the
remaining respondents have a Plan Expediter make application for them.

Please indicate the category of your job/company:

Architect

General Contractor

Home Builder

Developer

Other

Your applications are NORMALLY made by which of the following methods?

In Person at Permit Counter 50.6 % of 170

Plan Expediter 45.9 % of 170

Fax-in / Fax-back 1.8 % of 170

Online Application / Fax-back 1.8 % of 170
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Q8 -- Q12--The vast majority of the respondents submitted fewer than 25 plans in a year.  These
submittals were concentrated in Plan Express Review and Full Commercial Plan Review.    The group
that indicated the highest number of submittals per respondent was the Subcontractors, but their permit
submittals occur outside of the plan review process.   These responses indicate that the majority of the
respondents have first-hand knowledge of the plan review process.

How many permits (projects) did your company have in 2003 that went through 
PLAN EXPRESS REVIEW?

None 30.6 % of 170

Less than 5 37.1 % of 170

At least 5 but less than 25 22.9 % of 170

Other 9.4 % of 170

How many permits (projects) did your company have in 2003 that went through 
FULL COMMERCIAL PLAN REVIEW?

None 24.7 % of 170

Less than 5 30.6 % of 170

At least 5 but less than 25 30.0 % of 170

Other 14.7 % of 170
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Q13 – Over 1/2 of the respondents get their permit status information directly from the City, with 1/3 of the
respondents relying on the online permit status.  The information disseminated by the City is, most often,
not filtered by a third party.  The majority of the respondent’s survey answers are the result of first-hand
experience.

Q14 – Q15 -- Approximately 29% of respondents (including 10% of the “designers” - Architects,
Engineers, Interior Designers and Building Designers) did not know which code the City of Houston was
currently using.  An information/education outreach program is needed to increase the Users basic
awareness of regulatory functions and issues.

How do you NORMALLY get information related to plan review or inspection status?

Online Permit & Plan Review status service 33.1 % of 169

From someone else (my staff, expediter, etc/) 32.0 % of 169

Direct from the inspector or plan examiner 24.9 % of 169

Other 10.1 % of 169

What building code does the City of Houston enforce?

2000 International Building Code, with local amendments 71.2 % of 170

2003 International Building Code, with local amendments 22.4 % of 170

1997 Uniform Building Code, with local amendments 6.5 % of 170
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Q16 -- Similarly, 35% of the respondents, including  “designers,” admitted that they did NOT stay current
on City code criteria and felt that a preliminary design meeting with City would be helpful.  This indicates a
need for the construction community to better prepare itself for the regulatory review process, and
presents an training/outreach opportunity for the City.

Q17 -- A full 50% of respondents responsible for design did NOT know that the City could assist in
“phasing” a project, in order to get it started, while the remainder of the project was still being designed.
This stresses the need for an educational outreach program.

Do you submit design plans often enough to stay informed on the changes in the code criteria 
so that preliminary design meetings are not necessary for you to design your plans properly and 
attach the necessary support documents?

Yes 45.6 % of 171

Not responsible for design 29.2 % of 171

No 25.1 % of 171

Are you aware that Code Enforcement can assist you in phasing of the construction of a project 
to help you get a project started while other parts of the project are being designed?

No 43.5 % of 170

Yes 30.6 % of 170

Not responsible for design 12.9 % of 170

Yes, but do not use 12.9 % of 170
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Q18 – Q20 -- The majority of respondents felt that they adequately researched flood, deed restriction and
code issues and provided that information as a part of their submittal for plan review.

Q21 – Q24 – The majority of respondents (that were responsible for design) indicated that they have
code reviews performed on their plans before submitting them, that they include a code summary in their
plans and that they include a response letter with their plans when submitting corrected plans.  The City
should pre-review all submittals to insure that the necessary code information is included.

Q24 -- Of those respondents that submit plans, 65% actually try to review the plans with a plan examiner
prior to submitting them.  However, in Q25 – Q26 over half of those responding indicated that they “never”
or “occasionally” got the review or interpretation they were seeking.  This indicates that the City needs to
encourage productive preliminary design meetings (both internally and externally) as a method to reduce
the number of submittal/rejection cycles.

Do you perform a code analysis for your project to determine
occupancy classif ications, f ire ratings, occupant loads, exit width requirements, etc. 
to insure your project is properly designed before submitting for code review?

Yes, done in house 86.1 % of 79

Yes, done by code consultant 8.9 % of 79

Not responsible for code analysis 5.1 % of 79

Do you research local deed restrictions for the project site before proceeding with the design?

Yes 83.5 % of 79

Other 16.5 % of 79

If YES to the above, rate the following statement:  I received the review/interpretation needed.

Occasionally 46.2 % of 91

Often 37.4 % of 91

Never 12.1 % of 91

All the time 4.4 % of 91
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Q27 – Q28 -- None of the Subcontractors use Plan Expediters, while 43% of the Home
Builder/Remodelers use them.  Over 82% of “Architects, General Contractors & Developers” use Plan
Expediters to handle their plan submittals.  These statistics indicate that Plan Expediters handle the
majority of “new” projects that require plans, including both new construction and build-outs.  Over _ of
the respondents indicated that their plans usually got through the City “faster/easier” when they used a
Plan Expediter.  Another 40% indicated that they used Plan Expediters because they did not have the
time to deal with the process themselves.  The relationship between the City and the vast majority of its
repeat users is, then, filtered through the City’s relationship with the Plan Expediters.  The Plan
Expediters hold, therefore, a significant position, even though their physical numbers are small.  Having
specific programs that reach out to and educate Plan Expediters in the needs and processes of the City
could result in reducing the number of rejections and the number of recycles, thereby benefiting all
concerned.

Q29 -- The following charts show the perceptions of persons submitting new commercial building plans
regarding the AVERAGE number of days it takes to review plans and issue permits through Plan Express
and Commercial Plan Review.  Their perceptions seem to be at odds with the statistics produced by the
City.  This demonstrates a need for a higher level of communication and transparency between the City
and its users.  The City does not publish statistical reports detailing “application to issuance” timelines for
any of its categories of service.  The City needs to provide accurate information to the development
community to prevent unrealistic expectations, which are often at the heart of a complaint about the
service being provided.

My/our plans usually get through faster/easier when i use one61
I/we do not have the time 46
I/we do not understand the system 8

If YES, do you use them because (select one)

53.0 % of 115

40.0 % of 115

7.0 % of 115

On average, over the past year, how many days do you think it has taken between 
making the application and being issued the permit for a

 - New Building through Plan Express

45 days 37.3 % of 75

21 days 25.3 % of 75

90 days 16.0 % of 75

Other 21.3 % of 75

On average, over the past year, how many days do you think it has taken between 
making the application and being issued the permit for a

 - New building through Commercial Plan Review

45 days 28.7 % of 101

120 days 23.8 % of 101

90 days 22.8 % of 101

21 days 9.9 % of 101

Other 14.9 % of 101
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Q30 -- The overwhelming number of respondents indicated that their plans were 90% or 100% complete
at the time of submittal for plan review.  City plan review staff, however, indicated that at least one
important document or site development approval is missing from the vast majority of plans being
submitted.  These include such documents as:  water and wastewater letters; Impact Fee receipts; copies
of Plats and Surveys; detention calculations, energy code analysis, etc.    The City should provide
complete checklists, focused by class of plan review, to help the Users know what it takes to have plans
that are capable of being approved on the first submittal.  The City should also institute a “triage” process
where each submittal would be quickly reviewed for completeness (NOT code compliance).  Such a
system would reduce the number of submittal/rejection cycles, which would, in turn, reduce the number of
plans in the plan review system at any one point in time.

Q31 -- Survey respondents indicated that they were able to sit down with a plan examiner, and get their
plans reviewed, less than 7% of the time.  This is one of the consistent appeals of the development
community…that they be allowed to meet with the plan examiner and review specific comments and, for
simple issues, be allowed to “red line” the plans and have them approved.

When you FIRST submit plans, how complete are the plans and required documentation?

100% complete 74.2 % of 155

90% complete 21.9 % of 155

Other 3.9 % of 155

Yes, and got told to resubmit the plans for formal review and approval83
No, I have been told plans cannot be reviewed out of sequence 65
Yes, and got them reviewed and approved on the spot 11

Have you attempted to get your responses to a Plan Examiner's review comments 
approved without resubmitting the plans?

52.2 % of 159

40.9 % of 159

6.9 % of 159
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Q32 – Q33 -- 62% of respondents were “Occasionally” or “Never” satisfied with the clarity of plan
examiner’s comments.  54% of respondents were “Occasionally” or “Never” satisfied with the clarity of
inspector’s comments.  The City should strive for clarity and consistency in its rejection comments.

 

Q34 -- 83% to 87% of the respondents felt the staff (Application Counter, Plan Review and Inspection)
was knowledgeable.  Given the level of frustration contained in the survey comments, coupled with similar
levels expressed at the Workshops and Forum, it is comforting to know that the Users do have respect for
the technical abilities of the staff.

Strongly Agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

The staff in the following sections are knowledgeable.

Application Counter Plan Review Inspection

70

65

60

55

50

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

Are you satisfied with the clearness of rejections issued by the plan examiners?

Occasionally 56.6 % of 166

Often 36.1 % of 166

Never 6.0 % of 166

All the time 1.2 % of 166

Are you satisfied with the clearness of rejections issued by the inspectors?

Occasionally 49.7 % of 165

Often 41.8 % of 165

Never 4.8 % of 165

All the time 3.6 % of 165
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Q35 -- Over 96% of respondents indicated that, during construction, the inspector had required something
different than the plan examiner had approved, with 38% saying it happened “Often” or “All the time.”  The
City needs to do education within its own ranks to promote consistency.  It also needs to educate the
Users on the variety of reasons a change may actually be necessary in the field.

Q36 – Q37 - Only 3% of respondents felt that plan review and inspection staff returned calls quickly “All
the time,” while 12% felt they “Never” returned calls quickly.  No one can please everyone all of the time,
but this imbalance in perceptions indicates that the City could do better at communicating in a timely
manner.

 Q38 -- It is not surprising, then, that 90% of the respondents felt that a checklist, detailing all of the
requirements, would be helpful.  Q39 -- It should be noted that 58% of the respondents felt the City
should perform an immediate preliminary review on plans being submitted and refuse to accept plans that
did not have complete documentation or that were incomplete in some way.

Have your projects had instances where the inspector has required something 
different than what was on the approved plans?

Occasionally 58.2 % of 170

Often 27.6 % of 170

All the time 10.6 % of 170

Never 3.5 % of 170

When trying to contact a Plan Review Staff person, was this person available/returned calls quickly?

All the time 3.0 % of 165

Often 23.0 % of 165

Occasionally 61.8 % of 165
Never 12.1 % of 165

Other 0.0 % of 165

When trying to contact a Inspection Staff person, was this person available/returned calls quickly?

All the time 3.1 % of 163

Often 32.5 % of 163

Occasionally 50.9 % of 163

Never 13.5 % of 163

Other 0.0 % of 163

Plan Reviews need to have complete documentation.  
Would a checklist of all of the requirements, other than the adopted codes, be helpful?

Yes 88.3 % of 171

Other 11.7 % of 171

Would you like for the City to perform an immediate preliminary review and 
refuse to accept plans that did not have complete documentation (or that were incomplete in some way)?

Yes 57.9 % of 171

Other 42.1 % of 171
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Q40 -- The following charts show the perceived level of difficulty is with a particular process.
Comparatively speaking, Getting Support Documents is the most difficult area.  It is followed by Getting
Plans Reviewed, with less than half as many finding the process to be Very Hard.  Making Application
and Getting Jobs Inspected are perceived to be reasonably easy.  Note that the Support Document
functions are NOT a part of Building Inspection, but are controlled by some other outside entity (Public
Works for Water, Wastewater, Storm and Joint Referral; Harris County for Flood and Detention; Planning
for Plats; etc.).  The focus of the Task Force, and thus this survey, was on Building Inspection and getting
permits issued, but the simple fact is that plans are not approved (and permits not issued) because critical
documentation or information has not been provided to the reviewers.  This supports the need for a
checklist and for a pre-review of submitted plans to be sure all supporting documents are included.

Q41 -- When asked to compare Houston’s plan review process to other MAJOR cities 41% of  the
respondents felt it was “Hard or “Very Hard,” while only 11% felt is was “Easy” (and none felt it was “Very
Easy”).  These perceptions are not borne out in reality.  When one talks to officials from other cities, the
complexity and length of time to get through their approval processes seems to be extreme when
compared to Houston’s process.

Thinking of your projects over the past year, how difficult have you found the following processes
 - Obtaining Support Documents (water, wastewater, storm, Harris County flood, deed restriction, plats, etc.)?

Very easy 0.6 % of 163

Easy 10.4 % of 163

Neither easy nor hard 29.4 % of 163

Hard 38.7 % of 163
Very Hard 20.9 % of 163

Other 0.0 % of 163

Thinking of your projects over the past year, how difficult have you found the following processes
 - Making Application

Very easy 13.3 % of 166

Easy 46.4 % of 166

Neither easy nor hard 31.9 % of 166

Hard 6.6 % of 166

Very Hard 1.8 % of 166

Other 0.0 % of 166

Thinking of your projects over the past year, how difficult have you found the following processes
 - Getting Plans Reviewed

Very easy 2.4 % of 166

Easy 9.6 % of 166

Neither easy nor hard 35.5 % of 166

Hard 43.4 % of 166

Very Hard 9.0 % of 166

Other 0.0 % of 166

Thinking of your projects over the past year, how difficult have you found the following processes
 - Getting Projects Inspected

Very easy 10.5 % of 162

Easy 34.6 % of 162

Neither easy nor hard 42.6 % of 162

Hard 10.5 % of 162

Very Hard 1.9 % of 162

Other 0.0 % of 162

When comparing Houston to other MAJOR cities, is Houston’s plan review process

Very easy 0.0 % of 149

Easy 11.4 % of 149

Neither easy nor hard 47.7 % of 149

Hard 31.5 % of 149

Very Hard 9.4 % of 149

Other 0.0 % of 149
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Q42 -- When asked which alternative respondents would prefer to the current plan review process, having
Third Party plan reviews wins with slightly 41%, followed by increasing fees for better service at 30% and
allowing Pay for Priority at 23%.  Doing nothing ranked last at 6%.  Clearly, the City needs to investigate
an alternative to the current plan review process.  NOTE, however, that fixing the plan review process by
itself will NOT cure the problem.  The issues surrounding the Support Document (Site Development)
process must also be addressed.

Q43 -- The questions on the relative difficulty of specific processes yielded similar results as the question
on the perceived level of overall difficulty.  The following chart reflects the relative degree of difficulty of
each broad group contained in the series of questions.  Again, “site development” information and
approvals (Pre-Appln Docs) are the most problematical area.  Site development information is often the
responsibility of the developer.  While the designers feel their plans are 100% complete, there are often
other documents that are not available at the time the plans are submitted.  The lack of these documents
contributes to the number of submittal/rejection cycles.

The City has a mandate to protect the Health, Safety and General Welfare of its citizens.  
The City also has limited financial and personnel resources.  
Which of the following would you prefer to see happen:

806040200

ALLOW THIRD PARTY - can hire outside plan reviews and inspections to be done by qualified individuals

INCREASE FEES FOR BETTER SERVICE - add staff (for faster, better plan reviews and inspections)

ALLOW "PAY FOR PRIORITY" - pay more to get priority plan review and/or inspection

STATUS QUO - leave things alone

40.5 % of 168

30.4 % of 168

23.2 % of 168

6.0 % of 168

Percent Responding that a process was
HARD OR VERY HARD

Plan Review
37.82%

Pre-Appln Docs
49.12%

Inspection
24.21%
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Q44 -- The questions relating to the courteousness of the staff in various sections yielded mixed results.
The following chart reflects the degree of courtesy perceived by respondents throughout the regulatory
process.  While the level courtesy is not “bad,” the City should work on changing the “Occasionally”
responses to “Often” responses.

How Courteous is the Staff in the Regulatory Process?
Aggregate of Responses

Never
8.61%

All Time
7.79%

Often
37.39%

Occasionally
46.22%
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AIA Houston
Plan Checking Survey Summary
February 25, 2004

The survey was developed in concert with AIA Houston and the Department of Planning and 
Development and was reviewed for clarity by Dr. Stephen Klineberg, Sociology Department, 
Rice University.  The survey was sent electronically to AIA Houston Chapter members as well 
as some engineers with the direction that the person who actually oversees the obtaining of a 
building permit complete the form based on his/her most recent experience in permitting.  Sixty-
six surveys were returned.  The responses were tabulated by Dr. David Ramsey of Bright Idea 
Computing.  Summary of the results:

• Presubmittal.  Most of the respondents did not review their design drawings with a Plan 
Checker prior to completing their working drawings.  Those who did were able to get 
interpretations of the code, and these interpretations were upheld during the actual plan 
review.

• Plan Expediters.  Most hire Plan Expediters.  Those who take plans through themselves find 
the process time consuming.

• Plan Express.  Most of the respondents used the Commercial Plan Review process and did 
not submit their project through Plan Express.

• Length of Time.  The entire process for the majority of the respondents was over 3 months.  
Most projects had 2 or 3 different submissions.  The Plan Checker took between 2 and 3 
weeks for each of their reviews.  The majority of the respondents took 1 week to respond to 
the comments.  Most people advise their clients to allow 2 months for the process.

• Client Involvement.  Most people shared the Plan Checker’s rejection comments with their 
clients.

• Comment Response Letter.  Nearly all respondents include a comment response letter with 
their resubmission.

• Document Completion.  The majority of the respondents submitted complete documents for 
the first review.  Those who did not found that the rejection comments did not pertain to the 
missing information.

• “Walk throughs”.  Most were not able to “walk through” small items, thus eliminating a 
submission.

• Comments.  Most said the Plan Checker comments were clear and specific; however, they 
also said that many of the comments were regarding items that were in the drawings, but that 
the Plan Checker overlooked them.  The majority said that the second and third submission 
comments will often contain new items unrelated to the earlier comments and will be from 
entirely different code sections.

• Code Knowledge.  Most feel that the Plan Checkers have a good understanding of the code.  
Most have code books in their offices and are familiar with them.

• Hotline.  Most used the automatic hot line to obtain the status of plans being reviewed and 
found it helpful.

• Availability.  Most did contact their Plan Checker by telephone and through meetings to 
explain comments.  Calls were returned quickly and answers were obtained.

• Inspections.  Most have had Field Inspectors overturn decisions made from Plan Checkers 
resulting in costly revisions.

• Check List.  Most would find a check list of items required by the City helpful along with a 
training session that explained the different processes.

• Satisfaction Level.  Most are dissatisfied with the plan review process.
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Lack of Knowledge

• Educational tools for the user to navigate the system are needed:  training workshops, 
checklists, orientation for the first time user, instructions on website, email 
subscriptions, etc.

• The rejection routing slip could be simplified by eliminating old comments that have 
been answered correctly.

• The IBC is a complex code, and the amount of City Ammendments seems excessive.  
Seminars and training for the user on how to interpret the code would be helpful.

• The user needs plenty of advanced warning when new codes and standards are 
adopted. 

• A plan review meeting after the first rejection would be helpful to understand the 
rejection comments.

Culture of Positive Attitudes

• The provider management should be able to remove poor performers without 
repercussions.  

• Expectations of employees should be established.
• The best employees should have a system in place where they can cross-train others 

to match their productivity.
• Allow plan reviewers to specialize in certain building types so that comments can be 

consistent from one project to the other and possibly speed up the review process.
• Review the working hours of each department to ensure that there is always someone 

available.
• There should be an avenue for customer feedback.

Information Communication Channels

• Having the same plan examiner on subsequent submissions is helpful to prevent new 
rejection comments from appearing.

• There is confusion at One Stop on when they can and cannot take checks.
• The Joint Referral system is a major bottleneck in development.  Many developers 

will not purchase land until they get a building permit.  The system requires land 
assembly, easement acquisition and clear title before proceeding.  

• The legal issues involved in such things as obtaining tax incentives for affordable 
housing are complex and do not fit in the current order of process.

Provider Staffing

• There is a general understanding that the different departments are understaffed and 
that finding new qualified employees is a difficult task.  The pay scale is low and 
cannot be raised without affecting other City departments.

• Third Pary Reviews should be considered to alleviate the staffing shortage.  
• Self-certification should be considered for the same reason.  The engineer of record 

should be allowed to make field inspections.
• The review of prototypes should be streamlined.
• Inspections for remodel projects should be examined for possible combinations, such 

as windstorm, energy and framing.

User Workshop Summary           March 20, 2004
Building Permit Process Overview                       Page 1 of 1
______________________________________________________________________________
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BY RECOMMENDATION CATEGORY

EDUCATION – USERS

1. Training to understand the Users point of view

EDUCATION – PROVIDERS

1. Training to understand the Providers point of view

CULTURE OF POSITIVE ATTITUDES - PROVIDERS

1. Develop a cooperative approach

2. Coach staff to use common sense

INFORMATION COMMUNICATION CHANNELS - PROVIDERS

1. Overhaul the website(s)

a. Update them more frequently

b. Provide ALL necessary forms, applications and information online

 i. in one location

 ii. in commonly used formats

 iii. make paper & online docs MATCH

c. Provide detailed water & wastewater service unit calculation information

d. Provide a searchable contact index with name, email, department and area of

responsibility or expertise

2. Improve access via telephone (answer phones, return calls)

3. Make ALL review staff be available for preliminary reviews

4. Allow the plan examiner to meet with the design professionals both at the time of

rejection and when submitting the corrections.

5. Allow the plan examiner to meet with the design

INFORMATION COMMUNICATION CHANNELS – USERS

1. Fill out comment cards on every project

STAFFING AND ORGANIZATION - PROVIDERS

1. Charge an up-front plan review fee to reduce wasted time on projects never built

2. Do pre-submittal reviews on all projects

3. Reorganize Joint Referral to shrink time line

4. Reorganize the Water & Wastewater capacity reservation process

a. Clearer, simpler applications

b. Letters in less than a month

c. Letter revisions in less than a week

5. Reorganize the platting process

a. Shorter time frames

b. More consistency

c. Remove historical restrictions
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6. Provide process & requirements knowledgeable person at the Building Inspection counter

7. Raise professionalism of staff by hiring architects and engineers

8. Increase staffing levels so plan reviews do not have to wait until people that are sick or

on vacation return

9. Begin to review the specifications so the design professionals do not have to duplicate the

information in them elsewhere on the plans

10. Provide a standard checklist and require that it be turned in with the plans for review.

11. Reduce the number of recycles/re-submittals by doing a complete plan review the first

time

12. Allow rack shop drawings to be a deferred submittal

13. Do not allow any section to close for meetings during posted business hours

STAFFING AND ORGANIZATION - USERS

1. Allow designer to submit affidavit of code compliance and skip plan review

2. Allow users to pay additional fees to expedite reviews

3. Get rid of the deadwood

INSPECTION SERVICES

1. Allow 3
rd

 party inspections

2. Call contractor 1 hour prior to actually doing the requested inspection, so the contractor

does not have to sit around all day.

3. Create a “Frame & Rough” permit to allow construction to start before the actual building

permit is issued.
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BY PROJECT SEQUENCE

PRE-APPLICATION
• Overall Development Orientation

o Staff needs to have a sense of urgency

o Staff needs to have a sense of cooperation

o Pre-submittal review is good idea

• Joint referral

o Way too long

• Web site(s)

o Update more frequently

o Searchable phone directory

 By name

 By function

o Put ALL of the application forms online

 in the SAME PLACE

 in the SAME FORMAT

• make engineering docs .DWG files

• make fill-in docs .DOC files

• make info docs .PDF files

 allow more applications online

• Make paper & online applications match

o put HOW to calculate W&WW service units and fees on web site

• PW&E - Engineering

o Improve communication between designer and plan examiner

 Not available for phone calls

 Do not return calls

o Meet w/ eng on plan & profiles

o Do not change decision after review process on Plan & Profiles

• PW&E – W & WW

o Eliminate the need for letters

o Is a mess – fix it

o issue letter of availability in less than a month

o issue letter of availability revisions in less than a week

o put HOW to calculate service units and fees on web site

• Planning

o Platting process:

o More Consistency

o Historical restrictions – remove

• Building Inspection

o Have someone knowledgeable standing at the application counter

o Make paper applications match online applications
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REVIEW
• Plan Review – General

o Self-Certification

 Allow designer to submit affidavit of code compliance & skip plan review

o Pay money to cut time

o Get rid of deadwood

o Have some way to “cover” plan examiners that are sick, on vacation, etc.

o Need staff engineer & architect reviewers (for professional reviews)

o Use common sense

o Include specs in reviews

o Provide a checklist (standardized cover sheet?)of what plan examiners are looking

for

 Turn the checklist in with the plan (one for each discipline!)

 Resolve issues between what AE’s produce and what City wants

 Have space for “not applicable” response on checklist

 Make list available in advance (web, handouts)

 Include “pet peeves”

o Reduce the number of recycles/re-submittals

 Do a complete review the FIRST time

• ALL departments should be reviewed

o Eliminates the surprise at the end of the 2
nd

 review

• Be SURE the item being asked for is not already in the set

somewhere

• Be SURE the rejected item is not covered elsewhere

 Do not require RACK shop drawings during plan review

• Require as deferred submittal, since they are the last thing to go in

 Charge up-front plan review fee to reduce time wasted on projects

never built

o Improve communication between designer and plan examiner

 Not available for phone calls

 Do not return calls

 Will not meet to review comments (unacceptable)

 Have meeting after 1
st
 review to discuss comments

• Plan Review - 1-Stop

o do not close for meetings

• Plan Review - Development Site Plan Review (Planning)

o Current code allows only 50% credit for existing trees, should allow 100%
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INSPECTION
• Allow 3

rd
 party Inspections

• Call contractor 1 hour prior to actually doing requested inspection

o Prevents sitting around all day waiting

• Comment cards (post contact survey) are good idea

• Create “frame & rough-in” permit

o Allows construction to start prior to full permit being issued
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Joint Referral Recommendations



DRAFT OF 5/14/04

JOINT REFERRAL

Background.  As part of its review of the City of Houston permitting process, the
Mayor’s Building Permit Task Force (the “Task Force”) also reviewed the City of Houston Joint
Referral process (“Joint Referral”).  Joint Referral is utilized whenever the City of Houston is
requested to sell or release an interest in City property.  Joint Referral’s impact on land
development in Houston is significant, as every release of a street or utility easement where the
City has installed utilities or otherwise used or improved the easement must be reviewed and
approved by the Joint Referral Committee (“JRC”) prior to being submitted to the City Council.

The JRC is composed of representatives from the Legal Department, the Fire
Department, the Department of Planning and Development and the various Divisions of the
Public Works Department, including the Public Utilities Division which is responsible for water
and wastewater issues.  The chair of the JRC is Ms. Nancy Collins, Assistant Director, Real
Estate Branch, Department of Public Works and Engineering.

The JRC reviews applications for the abandonment and release of street and utility
easements in order to determine the impact of the proposed abandonment and release of an
easement on existing utilities, fire protection, traffic flow and other matters.  The JRC review and
approval normally takes between six (6) weeks and eight (8) weeks.  From JRC’s perspective,
Joint Referral ends with the approval, or rejection, of the requested abandonment and release of
the easement.  From this point forward, the remainder of Joint Referral involves coordinating the
approvals and comments of the various divisions of the Department of Public Works and
Engineering, including without limitation, the following:

• Review and approval of the metes and bounds descriptions of the easements being
abandoned or dedicated.

• Review and approval of the plans related to any new utilities or other improvements
required to be constructed.

• Review any required documents related to the transaction.

• Inspect the completed utilities or other improvements required to be constructed.

The Task Force reviewed Joint Referral because of its significant impact on land
development projects within the City of Houston.  The length and unpredictability of the time
taken by Joint Referral.  Currently, Joint Referral can take from eight (8) to fifteen (15) months
from the time of submission of an application to JRC to the City Council action which abandons
the City’s interest in the property.  Included within this time frame are numerous actions,
including certain actions totally within the control of the developer-applicant such as the
preparation of surveys, legal descriptions and plans and specifications for any utilities to be
relocated and certain actions totally within the control of the City of Houston such as the
appraisal process, the approval of the metes and bounds descriptions of the property to be
abandoned and/or dedicated, the approval of plans and specifications and the inspection of any
utility lines constructed as part of the abandonment of existing utility lines.  In addition, the local
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electric gas and telephone utilities are also involved in Joint Referral where the property
disposition involves the relocation of existing private utility facilities.

General Observations.  The Task Force acknowledges that Joint Referral staffing levels
have significantly decreased over time.  As a result, Joint Referral processing time has increased.
The Task Force believes that because of the decreased level of staffing, more reliance should be
placed on the developer/applicant to prepare certain documents.  In addition, the Task Force
believes that a more educated consumer will result in increased efficiency in Joint Referral.

Recommendations.  The goal of the Task Force recommendations regarding Joint
Referral is to reduce the time for the processing of Joint Referral matters to between six (6)
months and eight (8) months by eliminating certain activities and creating efficiencies through
implementation of process management functions.  The Task Force’s recommendations
regarding Joint Referral are as follows:

• Change the current method of appointing appraisers and set enforceable timelines for
the performance of appraisals.

• Change the method of communication with City Council Members regarding Joint
Referral matters.

• Establish a process management function which includes:

• Clarification of the steps involved in Joint Referral.

• Improved communications with developer/applicants through the use of e-
mails, a single point of acceptance and a weekly submission day.

• Set performance standards and timelines for the performance of functions
within the City Departments and Divisions involved in Joint Referral.

• Create a tracking system which will be available on the City of Houston
website.

• Developing a coordinated approach to management, oversight and problem
solving by establishing the position of Deputy Chief of Staff Economic
Development in the Mayor’s office which would include these functions along
with other economic development and land development matters.

The Appraisal Process.  Prior to the transfer or disposition of any interest in City of
Houston property, including fee simple ownership or an easement estate, the property must be
appraised by qualified appraisers.  Under the City Charter, if the value of the parcel to be
disposed or released is over $25,000, outside appraisers must be appointed by the City Council.
If it is under $25,000, a Real Estate Branch staff appraiser may be used to establish the value of
the City’s interest.

In order to appoint an appraiser, a Request for Council Action must be prepared and
submitted to City Council for approval.  The preparation of the Request for Council Action can
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take up to four (4) weeks.  Once prepared and approved by the Director of the Department of
Public Works and Engineering, the Request for Council Action is submitted to City Council for
approval and the appointment of appraisers.  The District Council Member from the Council
District where the property is located selects the appraisers.  After the Council Motion is
approved, city staff orders the appraisal.  Even though the appraiser is given four (4) weeks to
complete the appraisal, the completion and internal review of the appraisal can take as much as
ten (10) weeks.  If there are comments by the City and the appraiser must revise the report, then
the process can be drawn out even longer.

The Task Force recommends that the Legal Department review whether the City Council
has the authority to delegate the appointment of the appraisers to a staff member or Department
head.  If the authority can be delegated, the requirement of a Request for Council Action (and
corresponding City Council Motion) to appoint an appraiser can be eliminated.  The appraiser
could be appointed by a staff member or Department head from an approved list of appraisers.
Furthermore, there must be prompt action to appoint the appraisers and enforce the deadline for
the completion of the appraisal.

Regardless of whether the appointment authority can be delegated or a list of appraisers
“appointed” by City Council, the appraiser should be appointed promptly and a four (4) week
deadline for the completion of the appraisal enforced.  The Real Estate Branch should enforce
the deadlines and maintain a list of those appraisers who consistently fail to meet the deadlines.
In addition, sanctions, such as removal from the list of approved appraisers can be implemented.

While the City Charter allows the use of a Real Estate Branch staff appraisal for parcels
valued at under $25,000, understaffing of the appraisal function has affected the time frames for
the completion of staff appraisals.   For this reason, the Task Force recommends that one outside
appraiser be appointed for all appraisals where the value of the property is under $25,000.  In
addition, because the appraiser does not have to be appointed by City Council, the appraiser
could be selected from a list which has been approved by the Real Estate Branch.

City Council Communication.  Currently, after the JRC approves an item, a Request for
Council Action is prepared and the item is forwarded to City Council for approval of the JRC
recommendation and the appointment of appraisers.  This process normally takes approximately
four (4) to six (6) weeks.  The JRC recommendation is submitted to City Council for two
reasons.  First, the City Charter requires the appraisers be appointed by City Council and,
second, the Request for Council Action is used to “notify” City Council Members of the
proposed project in order to determine if there is any opposition on City Council to the project.

Assuming that the appointment of appraisers can be delegated or a standing list of
approved appraisers can be “appointed” by City Council, it should be optional for the JRC
recommendation to be submitted to City Council for approval by motion.  In the event the JRC
recommendation is not submitted to City Council for approval by motion, a notification
describing the project and containing the identical information contained in the Request for
Council Action would be circulated to the City Council Members.

Process Management Improvements.  Many applications received by the City are
incomplete or unclear and cannot be processed when received by the JRC.  Improvements in the



4

process management function would, in the view of the Task Force, provide for an educated
consumer and a transparent process which should result in increased efficiency and reduce City
of Houston processing time. The recommended improvements are as follows:

• Institute a “submittal day” each week in which an applicant can submit a JRC
application and have it reviewed for completeness at that time.  An incomplete application could
be resubmitted when corrected.

• Provide information to the potential applicants regarding the process, including
activities and timelines.

• Publish a list of common mistakes and develop a list of “frequently asked questions”
related to Joint Referral.

• Implement a tracking system whereby an applicant can check on the status of a Joint
Referral matter on the City of Houston website.

• Provide for coordination of the management, oversight and problem solving related to
Joint Referral and other economic development matters in the Mayor’s Office by the
appointment of a Deputy Chief of Staff for Economic Development.



Appendix H

AIA National Building Permit Workshop
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